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    EDITOR’S NOTE
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    Food is a favorite topic of conversation around the world—how to create it, how to season it, how to compliment it with other foods, how to serve it . . . the list goes on. Yet little attention is paid to where the names of food come from or why so many of our daily phrases involve food, whether or not they actually relate to the kitchen. Fortunately, this delightful phrasebook is here to bring some foodie history to the table!

    “Bring home the bacon,” “couch potato,” “in a pickle” . . . all phrases we use regularly, at home, with our friends, about ourselves, but where do they come from? Talking Turkey is here with the etymology of each phrase, meticulously going through historical facts before presenting it in a few concise words. Go on, flip through—you’re guaranteed to find some surprises!
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    acknowledge the corn. Much used in the 19th century as a synonym for our “copping a plea,” this phrase is said to have arisen when a man was arrested and charged with stealing four horses and the corn (grain) to feed them. “I acknowledge [admit to] the corn,” he declared.

    acorn. Acorn is an ancient word deriving from the Old English aecern, meaning “fruit” or “berry.” Its present form acorn is due in large part to folk etymology; people believed that the word aecern was made up of “oak” and “corn” because the fruit came from the oak and was a corn or seed of that tree. Thus aecern came to be pronounced and spelled “acorn.”

    Adam’s apple. Adam never ate an apple, at least not in the biblical account of his transgressions, which refers only to unspecified forbidden fruit on the tree in the Garden of Eden. The forbidden fruit of which the Lord said “Ye shall not eat of the fruit which is in the midst of the garden, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die” (Gen. 3:3) was probably an apricot or pomegranate, and the Muslims—intending no joke—believe it was a banana. Many fruits and vegetables have been called apples. Even in medieval times, pomegranates were “apples of Carthage”; dates, “finger apples”; and potatoes, “apples of the earth.” At any rate, tradition has it that Adam succumbed to Eve’s wiles and ate of an apple from which she took the first bite, that a piece stuck in his throat forming the lump we call the Adam’s apple, and that all of us, particularly males, inherited this mark of his “fall.” Modern scientific physiology, as opposed to folk anatomy, explains this projection of the neck, most prominent in adolescents, as being anterior thyroid cartilage of the larynx. But pioneer anatomists honored the superstition in the mid-18th century by calling it pomum Adami, or Adam’s apple. They simply could find no other explanation for this evasive lump in the throat that even seemed to move up and down.

    agave. Any of several southwestern plants with tough, spiny, sword-shaped leaves. Named for Agave, daughter of the legendary Cadmus, who introduced the Greek alphabet, the large Agave genus includes the remarkable century plant (Agave americana), which blooms once and dies (though anytime after 15 years, not after 100 years, as was once believed). Introduced to Europe from America in the 16th century, this big agave is often used there for fences. It is regarded as a religious charm by pilgrims to Mecca, who hang a leaf of it over their doors to ward off evil spirits and indicate that they have made the pilgrimage.

    Albany beef. Sturgeon was once so plentiful in New York’s Hudson River that it was humorously called Albany beef. The term is first recorded in 1791 and was in use through the 19th century; sturgeon caviar was so cheap in those days that it was part of the free lunch served in bars. Cod was similarly called Cape Cod turkey in Massachusetts.

    alcohol. One apocryphal tale claims that an Arab named Jabir ibn Hazzan “invented” alcohol in about A.D. 800 when he discovered the process of distilling wine. In trying to find the intoxicating agent in wine he distilled alkuhl, which meant “a finely refined spirit.” According to the story, the word itself was adopted from the name for an antimony powder used at the time as an eyelid cosmetic (an ancient eye shadow). More sober etymologists will only say that alcohol derives from the Arabic alkuhl, powdered antimony, or the distillate.
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    all foreign fruit, plants are free from duty. This is the classic example of the importance of proper punctuation. In the 1890s a congressional clerk transcribing a new law was supposed to write: “All foreign fruit-plants are free from duty” but changed the hyphen to a comma and wrote: “All foreign fruit, plants are free from duty.” Before Congress could amend his error, the government lost over $2 million in taxes.

    all hands and the cook. All hands and the cook on deck! was a cry probably first heard on New England whalers in the early 19th century when everyone aboard was called topside to cut in on a whale, work that had to be done quickly. Fishermen also used the expression, and still do, and it had currency among American cowboys to indicate a dangerous situation—when, for example, even the cook was needed to keep the herd under control.

    all hat and no cattle. A Texan phrase describing someone who acts rich or important but has no substance, such as a person who pretends to be a cattle baron, even dressing the part: “He’s all hat and no cattle.”

    all that meat and no potatoes. An exclamation of plea sure and admiration by a man on seeing a woman with an attractive figure, although the term and/or the exclamation might be offensive to many women. See POTATO; MEAT AND POTATOES; HOT POTATO.

    all the tea in China. All the tea in China would be nearly 600,000 tons, according to the 1985 estimates of the United States Department of Agriculture. It may be an Americanism, but this expression denoting a great sum probably is of British origin and over a century old; the trouble is that no one has been able to authoritatively pin it down.

    almond; Jordan almond. Almonds, which came out of China, are today the most popular of all nuts worldwide. They especially please the Japanese, who often have English signs reading “Almond” outside shops that would otherwise say “Bakery” or “Confectionery” in their own language. But then this ancient nut (mentioned 73 times in the Old Testament) has been associated with beauty and virility for centuries. Rich in protein, amino acids, magnesium, iron, calcium, and phosphorus, and a good source of vitamins B and E, the almond is also a harbinger of spring and the joyous expectancy of new life and love; in fact, the tree’s pale pink blossoms appear about the time that the swallows return to Capistrano. The word almond has its roots in amandola, the medieval Latin word for the nut. Jordan almonds come from Spain; they have no connection with the country named Jordan, as many people assume. The term “Jordan almond” is simply a corruption of the French jardin amande, which translates as “garden almond.”

    anadama bread. Anadama bread, a Yankee cornmeal recipe, offers one of the most humorous stories connected with any foodstuff. Tradition has it that a Yankee farmer or fisherman, whose wife Anna was too lazy to cook for him, concocted the recipe. On tasting the result of his efforts a neighbor asked him what he called the bread, the crusty Yankee replying, “Anna, damn her!” Another version claims that the husband was a Yankee sea captain who endearingly referred to his wife as “Anna, damn ’er.” Anna’s bread was much loved by his crew because it was delicious and would not spoil on long sea voyages. The captain is said to have written the following epitaph for his wife: “Anna was a lovely bride,/but Anna, damn’er, up and died.”

    an apple a day keeps the doctor away. A proverb that dates back to the early 19th century, states Bartlett’s. An apple a day is nutritious and delicious but doesn’t provide any immunity against illness, according to the latest scientific studies.

    anchovy. A small herring like fish, widely used as an appetizer. The word’s origin is unknown.

    apple of discord. This legendary golden apple was thrown on the table by the god Eris (Discord) at the wedding of Thetis and Peleus, to which all the Greek gods but Eris had been invited. The apple was said to be “for the most beautiful woman” present, and Paris judged between Hera (Juno), Aphrodite (Venus), and Athene (Minerva), who offered him, respectively, bribes of power, sex, and martial glory. He chose Aphrodite, and the vengeance of Hera and Athene supposedly led to the fall of Troy. The apple of discord still means the cause of a dispute, or something to be disputed.

    apple-polisher. The traditional practice of a student giving teacher a bright, shiny apple is the source for this expression for a sycophant, the Americanism being first recorded in 1928. The synonym sycophant interestingly has its origins in another fruit, figs.

    apple; apple hawk; apple orchard. Apple for a baseball dates back to the early 1920s; before that the ball had been called a “pea,” a term heard no more. A good fielder was called an apple hawk at the time, this term obsolete now, and the ball park was called an apple orchard, an expression still occasionally used. Apple itself comes from the Old English appel for the fruit. An apple can also be a derogatory name given to certain American Indians by other American Indians who believe their values are too much like those of whites; that is, they are, like an apple, red on the outside and white on the inside. This term is based on the American black derisive name Oreo for a black person whose values are believed to be too much like those of whites. An Oreo is a trademarked chocolate cookie with creamy white filling.

    apple-knocker. An abusive term meaning a stupid person, especially a rustic stupid person, that is still used by city dwellers. The term is recorded in this sense in a 1939 New Yorker story: “I had a reform-school technique, whereas them other sailors was apple-knockers. They were so dumb they couldn’t find their nose with both hands.” Apple-knocker first meant a fruit picker, deriving from the mistaken urban belief that fruit is harvested by being knocked from trees with long sticks.

    the apple never falls far from the tree. Children always share the characteristics of their parents. The mid-19th-century proverb is usually said in a negative sense, emphasizing bad characteristics.

    apple of one’s eye. That which one holds dearest, as in “You’re the apple of my eye.” The phrase is from the Bible (Deut. 32:10), which says the Lord kept Israel “as the apple of his eye.” Pupillam, or pupil, is actually the Latin for the “apple” of the phrase, but English translators of the Bible used “apple” because this was the early word for the pupil of the eye, which was thought to be a solid apple-shaped body. Because it is essential to sight, the eye’s apple, or pupil, is to be cherished and protected, and the apple of one’s eye came to mean anything extremely precious. The literal translation of the Hebrew phrase, incidentally, is “You are as the little man in the eye” (one’s own reflection in the pupil of another’s eye).

    apple pandowdy. Imogene Wolcott’sNew England Yankee Cookbook (1939) gives several authentic recipes for this deep-dish apple dessert, noting that the modern version is often called apple brown Betty. It has also been called flummery apple pot-pie, apple Jonathan, apple Johnny, and apple slump. So much did Harriet Beecher Stowe like the dish that she named her Concord, Massachusetts, house Apple Slump in its honor.

    apple-pie order. One old story holds that New England house wives were so meticulous and tidy when making their apple pies—carefully cutting thin slices of apples, methodically arranging them in rows inside the pie, making sure that the pinches joining the top and bottom crusts were perfectly even, etc.—that the expression apple-pie order arose for prim and precise orderliness. A variant on the yarn has an early American house wife baking seven pies every Monday and arranging them neatly on shelves, one for every day of the week in strict order. Nice stories, but the term apple-pie order is probably British in origin, dating back to at least the early 17th century. It may be a corruption of the French nappes-pliées, folded linen (neatly folded) or cap-a-pie, “from head to foot.” Yet no use of either nappes-pliées order or cap-a-pie order appears in English. “Alpha beta order” has also been suggested, but seems unlikely. The true source of the term must still be considered a mystery, the matter far from in apple-pie order.

    apple slump. Apple slump, a popular New England dessert, takes on another meaning in Louisa May Alcott’s story “Transcendental Wild Oats” (1876), an account of her father Bronson Alcott’s failed utopian community, Fruitlands, 32 years earlier: “‘Poor Fruitlands! The name was as great a failure as the rest!’ continued Abel [Bronson Alcott], with a sigh, as a frostbitten apple fell from a leafless bough at his feet. But the sigh changed to a smile as his wife added, in a half-tender, half-satirical tone, ‘Don’t you think Apple Slump would be a better name for it, dear?’” The dessert is sometimes called apple pandowdy and flummery. So much did Harriet Beecher Stowe like the dish that she named her Concord, Massachusetts, house Apple Slump.

    apples of perpetual youth. These were golden apples of Scandinavian mythology that were in the care of Idhunn, daughter of Svald the dwarf. By eating them, the gods preserved their youth.

    apricot. The Romans called this fruit praecoquum, or “early ripe.” From there the word entered Arabic as alburquq and went into Portuguese as albricoque, whence it come into English as apricock. By the 18th century the shears of prudery had pruned the word from apricock to apricot.

    Arizona strawberries. American cowboys and lumberjacks used this term as a humorous synonym for beans, also employing the variations Arkansas strawberries, Mexican strawberries, and prairie strawberries. Dried beans were pink in color like strawberries. One wit noted that the only way these beans could be digested was for the consumer to break wild horses.
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    arroz con pollo. A Mexican chicken and rice dish seasoned with garlic, saffron, paprika, and other spices that was first introduced to the United States in the Southwest but is now known throughout the country. The Spanish name translates simply as “rice with chicken.”

    artichoke; Jerusalem artichoke.As the poet Richard Armour observed, the artichoke is the one vegetable you have more of when you finish eating it, due to its compact leaves, which are scraped with the teeth and discarded. Often called the globe or French artichoke, it is the flower bud of a thistle picked before it blooms. At one time it was seriously suggested that the plant was so named because some artist had choked on the inedible “needles” covering its delicious base, or “heart.” Actually artichoke has more prosaic and complicated origins. The Arabians called it al (“the”) kharshuf, which became alcachofa in Spanish. Northern Italians corrupted the Spanish version to articiocco and this entered French as artichaut, from which our artichoke evolved. It is true that the English choke in the word replacing the French chaut may have been influenced by the sensation one gets from eating the wrong part of the vegetable. As for the Jerusalem artichoke, it neither comes from Jerusalem, is an artichoke, nor tastes anything like an artichoke. The starchy underground tuber (a good potato substitute) was called girasole articiocco, “sunflower artichoke,” by northern Italians because it is a member of the sunflower family and resembles a sunflower in leaf and stem. To Englishmen the word girasole sounded like Jerusalem, and they mistakenly translated the name as Jerusalem artichoke.

    as different as chalk and cheese. A phrase dating back to Middle English that shows the great difference between two things, as in “It’s chalk and cheese.”

    asparagus. There is a story that asparagus takes its name from the Greek aspharagos, meaning according to this theory, “as long as one’s throat,” because diners often swallowed the spears whole. But the meaning of the word aspharagos from which our asparagus derives is unclear and more likely meant “sprout or shoot” in Greek.

    The great chef Brillat-Savarin told of a giant asparagus stalk growing in an Episcopal bishop’s garden, so immense that it became the talk of the town as it rose from the ground. Only when the bishop went out to cut the tempting stalk did he learn that it wasn’t real but a perfect imitation made by a local canon, “who had carved a wooden asparagus . . . had stuck it by stealth into the bed, and lifted it a little every day to imitate the natural growth.”

    Some old-timers still call asparagus grass, from the homily expression “sparrowgrass” commonly used as a name for the vegetable over the last three centuries. The Romans cultivated the vegetable as early as 200 B.C., growing some stalks at Ravenna that weighed a full three pounds and gathering stems in the Getulia plains of Africa that were actually 12 feet tall.

    There is an interesting true story about blanched white asparagus. According to a New York Times correspondent, at a recent dinner party “a certain guest complimented the German hostess and said: ‘This white asparagus is as beautiful as a naked woman,’ becoming the first asparagus eater to have noticed a resemblance between asparagus and the attributes of the female sex.” See QUICKER THAN YOU CAN COOK ASPARAGUS.

    as sure as God made little green apples. Very certain, as in “He’ll be there as sure as God made little green apples.” First recorded in the mid-19th century, the phrase is sometimes heard with the word green deleted.

    aubergine. Another word for the eggplant, deriving from the French auberge, a kind of peach, possibly because the first cultivated eggplants were about the size of a peach. Aubergine is also used as an adjective meaning “black” or “dark purple.” See EGGPLANT.

    audible edibles. A humorous name for popcorn. According to his obituary in the New York Times (February 19, 2004), Samuel Rubin (1919–2004), known as “Sam the Popcorn Man,” was largely responsible for the sale of popcorn in U.S. movie theaters. “Movies had prospered without popcorn until the Great Depression, when theater owners scrambled to make up for reduced ticket prices by turning to ‘audible edibles,’” Douglas Martin wrote in Rubin’s obituary. “The appetite of moviegoers was so great that from 1934 to 1940 the nation’s annual popcorn harvest grew from 5 million to 100 million pounds.”

    avocado. When Montezuma served the avocado, or alligator pear, to Cortés and his conquistadores, the Aztecs explained that their ahucatl was so named from their word meaning “testicle,” not only because the fruit resembled a testicle but because it supposedly excited sexual passion. The Aztecs even drew their guests pictures to illustrate their story, but to the Spaniards ahucatl sounded like avocado, their word for “advocate,” and they named it so when they brought it back to Spain. In Europe the avocado became a great favorite, and France’s Sun King called it la bonne poire (the good pear) because it seemed to get a rise out of his setting libido. Aphrodisiac or not, the fruit remains an important meat substitute in parts of the world today and a delicious dessert in others.

  


  
    B
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    Baby Ruth. The popular candy bar was probably named after BABE RUTH in 1921, when Ruth was already a legendary star. Soon after, Ruth challenged the naming, trying unsuccessfully to patent his own Babe Ruth Home Run Bar, and the candymaker then claimed its Baby Ruth had been named after President Grover Cleveland’s daughter Ruth, widely called Baby Ruth. Since Baby Ruth had died in 1904, 17 years before the candy bar was marketed, such a naming seems highly unlikely. The Baby Ruth candy bar probably was named for Babe Ruth, even though the candymaker doesn’t support the story anymore. Ira Berkow’s “A Babe Ruth Myth . . . ” (New York Times 4/7/02) tells the story in greater detail.

    back to the salt mines! Back to work, especially dreary, unrewarding work, “slave labor.” This catchphrase may be several hundred years old. It originated in Russia, where people have been punished for centuries by banishment to Siberia and compulsory labor in the salt mines there. The phrase is, however, first recorded in an 1890s play about Russian exiles in Siberia.

    bacon and rice aristocracy. A nickname for those who made great fortunes raising these commodities or selling them.

    bad egg; good egg. Shakespeare used the word egg to contemptuously describe a young person in Macbeth, when the murderers of Macduff’s son cry, “What you egg! Young fry of treachery!” But the expression bad egg for a disreputable, thoroughly rotten person doesn’t seem to have been coined until the mid-18th century in America, no matter how obvious the analogy might seem. “American criminal Thomas Egg” isn’t in any way responsible for the expression; it derives from just the odor of a bad egg itself. Good egg, for a “nice guy,” came along about 50 years later, probably originating as Oxford University slang.

    bagel; bialy. “Bagels, BEGORRAH!” Macy’s bakery once advertised on St. Patrick’s Day in our word-rich land. Bagel derives from the Middle High German bouc, “bracelet,” which became the Yiddish beggel—the bagel, of course, resembling a bracelet in shape. The roll topped with onion flakes called a bialy (plural bialys, not bialies) takes its name from Bialystok, Poland, where it was first made. Bialystok, played by Zero Mostel in The Producers, is one of the great comic characters in movie history.

    [image: image]

    baked alaska. Consisting of ice cream mounded on a cake base placed briefly in a hot oven to brown its blanket of meringue, baked alaska is among the most posh of desserts. It was created and named at New York’s Delmonico’s restaurant in 1876 in honor of the newly purchased Alaskan territory. An informant advises that a blow torch is now commonly used to make it. As my informant notes—nouvelle cuisine indeed!

    baker’s dozen. Bakers in ancient times were subject to severe penalties for shortweighting their customers; in ancient Egypt, for example, they were sometimes nailed by the ear to the doors of their shops when caught selling light loaves. Thus when the English Parliament passed a law in 1266 subjecting the Company of White Bakers and the Company of Brown Bakers to strict regulations regarding bread weight, the bakers made sure that they complied. Since it was difficult to make loaves of a uniform weight at the time, bakers customarily added a thirteenth loaf, the “in-bread” or “vantage loaf,” to each shipment of 12 they sent to a shop keeper or retailer, thus guaranteeing that there would be no shortchanging or earnailing. Most authorities believe this led to the expression baker’s dozen for 13.

    bamboo. Linnaeus adopted the Maylay name bambu for these giant grasses, giving the name to the plant’s genus, which consists of about 120 species and whose name has come to be spelled bamboo, probably in error. The tropical bamboos range from 15 to 100 feet in height. An interestingly named bamboo is the Chinese Buddha’s belly bamboo (Bambusa ventricosa). Bambis oldhamii, Oldham’s bamboo, is grown for the excellent flavor of its shoots. In the U.S. the native bamboo is called a cane, including the sugar cane, which often forms impenetrable canebrakes 15 to 25 feet high in the South.

    banana. Banana derives from the Arabic word banana, meaning finger, and even today the individual fruits forming the familiar banana “hand” are called “fingers.” The banana tree is really a giant herb with a rhizome instead of roots, and its “trunk” is made up of large leaves, not wood. The fruit was given the scientific name Musa, comprising 18 species, by Linnaeus in honor of Antonio Musa, personal physician to the first emperor of Rome. Musa sapientum, the most common banana tree species, takes its second name from the Latin word for “wise man,” in reference to the Indian sages of old who reposed in its shade and ate of its fruit. Arabian slang and a score of other languages make the fruit a synonym for the male sexual organ, not surprisingly, and “I had a banana with Lady Diana” was British slang for sexual intercourse up until about 1930. “Where the banana grows man is sensual and cruel,” Emerson wrote in his Society and Solitude, and the Koran says that the forbidden fruit in Paradise was a banana, not an apple. Banana oil, incidentally, is a synthetic—bananas produce no commercial oil—and the banana, like the pear, is one of the few fruits that ripen better off the tree.

    banana slug. The slug Ariolimax columvianus. William Least Heat Moon in Blue Highways (1982) wrote of an Oregon area: “I poked about the woods and turned up a piece of crawling yellow jelly nearly the length of my hand. It was a banana slug, so named because the mollusk looks like a wet, squirming banana.”

    banana oil. Nonsense, foolishness. An obituary of the syndicated advice columnist Ann Landers (Eppie Lederer, 1918–02) noted that she never made public expressions of annoyance “much stronger than ‘oh banana oil!’”

    bangers and mash. Visitors to Australia sometimes mistake this for an alcoholic drink, but it is simply Australian for a dish of sausage and mashed potatoes. The Australians and British call sausages bangers because they often split open with a slight bang while cooking.

    barbecue. Here’s an English word that comes from the language of the extinct Haitian Taino tribe. The tribe smoked meat on a framework of sticks called a barbacoa—at least the name sounded like that to Spanish pirates who visited Haiti in the mid-17th century. Barbacoa came to mean the cooking of the meat itself and passed into English as the American barbecue. The Tainos also gave us the word POTATO, which was first their batata.

    bare as a milkpan when the cat’s been round. Impoverished. “That farm’s always ’bout as bare as a milkpan when the cat’s been round.”

    Bartlett pear; Seckel pear. The yellow Bartlett grown commercially mostly in Oregon and Washington, where it is less susceptible to blight than in the East, represents 70 percent of the country’s 713,000-ton crop and is certainly America’s most commonly grown pear. It is a soft European-type fruit, in season from July to November, as opposed to earlier hard Asian varieties like the Seckel, which is named for the Philadelphia farmer who first grew it in America just after the Revolution. The Bartlett was not, in fact, developed by Enoch Bartlett (1779–1860), a merchant in Dorchester, Massachusetts, as is generally believed. Bartlett only promoted the fruit after Captain Thomas Brewer imported the trees from England and grew them on his Roxbury farm. The enterprising Yankee eventually purchased Brewer’s farm and distributed the pears under his own name in the early 1800s. They had been long known in Europe as Williams or William Bon Chrétien pears. Bartletts, by any name, are one of the most delicious of the over 3,000 pear species, and pears have been one of man’s favorite fruits from as early as 1000 B.C.

    basil. Basil was once believed to have been used in making royal perfume, and so the aromatic herb takes its name from the Greek basilikos, royal. In ancient times it was thought to have great healing properties. Boccaccio’s Decameron tells the story of Isabella, who put her murdered lover’s head in a pot, planted basil on top, and watered it with her tears.

    bay scallop. The aristocrat of scallops, especially the unsurpassed Peconic Bay scallop of Long Island, New York, across Long Island Sound from New England. Bay scallops are found from the estuaries of Long Island Sound up to the coast of Cape Cod, Nantucket, and Martha’s Vineyard.

    beach plum. A shrub (Prunus maritime) growing near the shore, its fruit used in making preserves. Also an old name for the bunchberry (Cornus canadensis), a low-growing plant with scarlet berries.

    bean; string bean; green bean. Deriving from the Old English bean, and possibly akin to the Latin faba by a circuitous route, bean was long used for the seeds of many plants. “Common beans” (string beans, first recorded in 1759; Lima beans; wax beans; etc.) are native to the Americas. Napoleon wouldn’t eat string beans, afraid that he would choke on the strings, but today’s varieties are virtually stringless and thus are often called green beans. As early as 1830, one observer noted: “We do not call it a string bean, because the pod is entirely stringless.” Yet string bean is still used for the vegetable and Americanisms like string bean for a tall, thin person remain in the language. Bean pole, another Americanism for a lanky person, takes its name from the tall poles that support climbing bean plants.

    Beaneater; Boston baked beans. Since at least the late 19th century, Beaneater has been a humorous nickname for a Bostonian, Boston being called Beantown. Boston baked beans have been regarded as the best of baked beans for a half century longer and are still so thought today. They are made basically with navy beans flavored with molasses and slowly cooked with pork. Baked beans have been the traditional Saturday night supper in New England since early times, the left-over traditionally being part of Sunday breakfast.

    beanfeast. No one is sure about beanfeast’s derivation. The annual dinner that British employers gave their workers in the 1800s may be so named because beans were served at the feast or because a “bean goose,” a goose “with a beak like a horse bean,” was part of the fare. On the other hand, bean here may come from bene, “prayer, solicitation,” because charitable collections were made at the feasts.

    beanpole. Another Americanism for a tall, thin person, beanpole takes its name from the tall poles that support climbing bean plants.

    beans and bullets. What the army travels on. The “beans” in the old U.S. saying means food in general.
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    beef Stroganoff; beef Wellington. Nineteenth-century Russian diplomat Count Paul Stroganoff has the honor of having the well-known beef Stroganoff named after him. It is beef sauteed with onions and cooked in a sauce of consommé, sour cream, mushrooms, mustard, and other condiments. Beef Wellington, another popular dish, commemorates Arthur Wellesley, first duke of Wellington, whose name is part of a number of terms, including wellington boots. Beef Wellington combines a choice cut of beef, liver pâté, bacon, brandy, and various condiments, all baked in a golden crust of puffed pastry.

    beefeater. The popular name of the warders of the Tower of London and the Yeoman of the Guard, all of whom dress in 15thcentury uniforms and are perennial tourist attractions. Their name, however, was originally a derogatory term for a well-fed servant, something of a glutton, and three centuries ago the French used it as a contemptuous word for an English soldier.

    beer. Beer possibly derives from the Latin biber, for “drink.” Roman soldiers most likely demanded biber in taverns wherever they went in Germany and the tavern owners assumed that this meant the ale in which they specialized. Gradually, the German word for ale became biber and then Bier, which came into English as beer.

    beer and skittles. Mainly a British tavern game of ninepin in which a wooden ball or disk is used to knock down the pins, skittles takes its name from the Scandinavian skutill, “shuttle.” This game, similar to shuffleboard, has been played since the early 17th century in taverns, where beer and skittles became an expression for a relaxed, laid-back lifestyle in which people want no more from life, and no less, than their beer and a game of skittles. Life sometimes gives more, of course, and frequently gives less.

    beerbelly. A big stomach or potbelly that is attributed to drinking too much beer over the years. Called a booze belly in some regions.

    beet; red as a beet. Beet comes to us from the Greek beta, for a similar plant. Red as a beet has probably been used as long as man has used beets. The French betterave, “beet,” has served as slang for the penis, an analogy not unknown in history, despite the unlikely shape of the modern beet for such—Catullus wrote about a Roman matron who left her husband because the object of her desires “dangled like a limp beet.”

    bender. Though most benders, or drunken sprees, take place on land today, the word has nautical origins. Before it came ashore it was a sailor’s word for a drinking bout, first recorded in the 19th century.

    betel nut. The betel nut is a famous masticatory that people prize for the joy of a stimulating chew, even though it turns their teeth pitch-black. It comes from the areca or betel palm (Areca catechu); the tree’s fruit, roughly the size of a hen’s egg, contains the mottled gray seed or nut. The nuts are boiled, sliced, and dried in the sun until they turn black or dark brown, when they are ready to be wrapped up in betel leaves and chewed. Native to Malaya and southern India, betel nuts are so widely used in Asian nations that it is estimated that 1/10th of all the people on earth indulge in betel chewing. The introduction of modern chewing gum has cut into this figure slightly, but the betel chewers aren’t easily discouraged, not by the copious flow of brick-red saliva caused by chewing the betel nuts, which dye the lips, mouth, and gums, nor by all those black teeth resulting from a betel nut habit. Betel is a true excitant and arouses a great craving in the addict. Legions of devotees—black-toothed, bloody-mouthed, and bad-breathed—can still be seen throughout Asia chomping away and squirting scarlet juice on the walls.

    Bibb lettuce. An amateur gardener named John B. Bibb developed Bibb lettuce in his backyard garden in Frankfort, Kentucky, about 1850, and the variety has been an American favorite ever since. Bibb is the most famous and best of what are called butterhead lettuces, having a tight small head of dark green color and a wonderful flavor. Because the variety is inclined to bolt in hot weather, a summer Bibb is now offered by nurserymen for the home garden. Several kinds of lettuce are named after their developers, including blackseeded Simpson, a loose-leaf variety. The vegetable can be traced back to ancient India and Central Asia, but takes its name from the Latin word lac, meaning silk, the Romans favoring lettuce for its milky juice and calling it lactuce. Bibb is not often found in the market, the most popular sellers in the United States being iceberg lettuce, a heading variety, and loose-leaf Boston lettuce.

    big butter-and-egg man. Speakeasy owner Texas Guinan may have coined this expression for a wealthy big spender during the Roaring Twenties. According to the story, one of her patrons kept buying rounds for the house all evening and showering $50 bills on the chorus girls. Texas asked him to take a bow but he would only identify himself as being in the dairy business, so Texas put the spotlight on him, asking for “a hand for my big butter-and-egg man.” In any case, George S. Kaufman used the phrase as the title of a play in 1925, giving it greater currency.

    the Big Apple. A nickname for New York City since the 1960s, the Big Apple was first used in New Orleans. In about 1910 jazz musicians there used it as a loose translation of the Spanish manzana principal, the main “apple orchard,” the main city block downtown, the place where all the action is.

    big cheese. A big cheese, for “a boss or important person,” is an Americanism dating back to about 1890. But it derives from the British expression the cheese, meaning “the thing or the correct thing, the best.” The British expression, in turn, is a corruption of the Persian or Urdu chiz (or cheez), “thing,” that the British brought back from India in about 1840. A big cheese thus has nothing to do with cheese and should properly be “a big chiz.”

    big enchilada. A person who is the boss, the head man or woman, the big shot of any organization. The term is first recorded on one of the Watergate tapes in 1973, the speaker, John Ehrlichman, referring to Attorney General John Mitchell. In a letter from jail to author William Safire, Ehrlichman later claimed he had coined the expression, having “cooked my own enchiladas for years” as part of his “California upbringing.” Possibly the term owes something to the phrase the whole enchilada—everything, the whole ball of wax—which had been around at least seven years longer, first recorded in 1966. Other foodstuffs associated with bossdom include big banana, big cheese, big fish, big potato, and big vegetable, among others. An enchilada, an American Spanish word, is a tortilla rolled and stuffed with cheese, meat, or beans and served with a hot chili sauce.

    Bing cherry. Bing cherries are popular dark red, nearly black fruit of the Bigarreau or firm, crisp-fleshed group. The tree was developed in 1875 by a Chinese farmer named Bing in Oregon, where over a quarter of the United States’s sweet cherry crop is grown. Other cherry varieties named after their developers include the Luelling, for the man who founded Oregon’s cherry industry in 1847, the Lambert, and the Schmidt. Countless varieties honor famous people, such as the “Napoleon,” the “Royal Ann,” and the “Governor Wood,” though none is named for George Washington. Surprisingly, sour cherries outnumber sweets two to one in the United States because they are easier to grow and are more in demand for cooking and canning. Cherries were probably first cultivated in China over 4,000 years ago, so Bing was carrying on a great ethnic tradition.

    biltong. Animal lovers will not much like this South African word (from the Dutch bil, buttock, plus tong, tongue, meaning a strip of filet). In South Africa biltong is usually strips of air-dried and salted wild game meat. There is shark biltong, ostrich biltong, lion biltong, elephant biltong, and many other types. Elephants culled from the herds in Kruger National Park are often sold to butchers. The meat of “an elephant facing due east” when shot is said to be particularly tasty for some reason, or superstition. See JERKEY.

    bird’s nest soup. This most recherché of gourmet soups is definitely made from bird’s nests—notably those of swallows of the genus Collichia, whose nests are glutinous half-cups composed of the spawn of fish and seaweed bound together by the birds’ cementlike saliva. The swiftlings whose nests are used for the soup are mainly found on the island of Borneo, where literally millions live in great systems of limestone caves, their nests of solidified saliva stuck to the walls. The nests of the swifts are thought to be a gourmet aphrodisiac because they are the only nonhuman bird known to make love on the wing. After being collected, the nests are washed in hot water and rubbed with ground nut oil to help remove feathers and dirt. They must be soaked for two hours before they swell and become transparent for use in bird’s nest soup. When the soup cooks, the nests fall to pieces, giving the soup its characteristic viscid texture.
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